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The events of September 11, the aftermath of the Bali bombing and the possibility of war against 
Iraq, indicate the increasing uncertainty and interconnectedness that characterises our world 
today. Few would doubt that  Australians need to negotiate such complex times with knowledge, 
understanding and sensitivity. Internal challenges such as maintaining a cohesive multicultural 
society whilst dealing with contested issues such as domestic security, border protection and the 
debate about whether Australian troops should be deployed to the Middle East prior to a United 
Nations resolution, present enormous challenges for Australian leaders and educators. This was 
highlighted recently by the Head of Australia’s Defence Forces, General Peter Cosgrove, at a 
forum on issues related to the teaching of languages other than English in schools for Australian 
primary and secondary school principals.  
 
Commercial links, alone, will never render war unthinkable. What will, however, are 
mutual understanding and respect and the banishing of prejudice. As teachers you 
are trying to give our kids the tools to build bridges of knowledge, respect and 
empathy to our fellow citizens of our increasingly tiny planet. It is a truism – that our 
kids are our future. If that future is one of peace and prosperity our kids will need the 
capacity to engage in a dialogue with others of different cultures and creeds. And 
that applies both within Australia and abroad. 
Cosgrove (2002). 
 
As we attempt to deal with future challenges and uncertainties, the significance of Australia’s 
relationship with Asia  - the region in which we are located - is of great importance. Yet, it could 
be argued that Australians know less about Asia than other parts of the world.  Asia includes 
60% of the world's population, 30% of the earth's land and presents the largest emerging 
markets. Despite the economic fluctuations of the late 1990s, Australia’s trade with the region 
grew to half our total trade by 2000  (DFAT 2000: 59). Indonesia, the world’s largest Muslim 
nation and one of our most important neighbours, is a significant nation in this region as are 
India and China, two of the world’s most populous nations. The range of Asia’s belief systems, 
which includes Buddhism, Shintoism, Confucianism, Hinduism, Islam and Christianity, indicate 
aspects of the region’s diversity and its cultural complexity. Despite the challenges of dealing 
with such diversity, the peak body representing Australian scholars of Asia argued recently that 
‘the forces of globalisation will lead Australia to interact increasingly with the countries of Asia’ 
(Asian Studies Association of Australia 2002: xvi). Given the significance of the region, one 
might assume that the study of Asia is taken-for-granted in the Australian curriculum.  
 
This is not the case. Indeed, Commonwealth funding for the first national initiative in schools, the 
National Asian Languages and Cultures and Strategy in Australian Schools (NALSAS) Strategy, 
ceased in December 2002. This jeopardises State and Territory initiatives and undermines the 
efforts of the past eight years to teach Australian primary and secondary students about Asian 
languages and cultures. This decision means that a 70% decrease in national funding support 
for studies of Asia will occur in 2003 (Asia Education Foundation 2002: 4), despite the Asian 
Studies Association's observation that Australia's Asia-knowledge base is already in jeopardy 
(ibid).  Given the gravity of this situation for Australia’s future, it is timely to recall that for more 
than four decades, Australian scholars of Asia lobbied for a national strategy for the study of 
Asia and its languages in the Australian education system. By the 1980s, the Asian Studies 
Council stressed that 'the study of Asia should not be an elective for Australia' (Asian Studies 
Council 1988: 2). 
 
 Efforts for a strategy to teach Australian students about Asia via its languages and cultures 
culminated in 1992, when the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) commissioned a high 
level working group to draft a proposal for Asian languages and studies. The Working Group’s 
report, Asian Languages and Australia’s Economic Future (Rudd 1994), emphasised that it was 
in Australia’s national interest for such a strategy to be developed in the context of second 
language provision. It proposed that four priority languages, selected for their perceived 
economic significance to Australia, and studied through a school-based program, form the thrust 
of an Asian languages and studies program. This report provided the basis for the NALSAS 
Strategy, and it was endorsed, with one exception, at the COAG meeting of February 1994. 
Following a period of intense negotiation, funding arrangements between the Commonwealth, 
States and Territories were secured and the first implementation phase commenced in 1995 
(Henderson 1999). Despite achievements made under the NALSAS Strategy, the most recent 
evaluation of the program revealed that about 25% of Australian schools do not teach about Asia 
at all.  
 
It is difficult to comprehend the rationale behind the Howard government’s decision to cease 
Commonwealth funding for NALSAS, three years prior to its scheduled completion. One possible 
explanation is that the Commonwealth was dissatisfied with school efforts to achieve NALSAS 
targets for the prioritised Asian languages (Japanese, Chinese, Indonesian and Korean). 
However, as Principals are aware, it takes time to establish a culture supportive of teaching such 
languages in schools, particularly when there is a shortage of specialist language teachers. 
Similarly, establishing Asian studies in an increasingly crowded curriculum, presents challenges 
to schools for the study of Asian cultures and societies depends on teachers' knowledge, 
expertise, suitable resources and a willingness to adapt current programs to achieve Asia-
literacy. Such changes require long-term planning and commitment. 
 
Another explanation relates to the fact that many Australians do not rate highly the study of Asia 
and its languages in their children's education. In political terms, as this is not a ‘populist’ issue 
with the electorate, it is deemed expendable in the education budget. Yet it might be argued that 
politicians have a responsibility to try and shift public opinion on matters that relate to Australia's 
long-term future. As primary and secondary schools are crucial components in preparing 
Australians to deal with the future and to prosper in uncertain times, Principals must not let a 
lack of political leadership undermine what is studied in their schools. 
 
Principals can demonstrate their commitment to building 'bridges of knowledge, respect and 
empathy' (Cosgrove 2002) in two ways. First, they need to inform their school's broad 
community about the importance of knowledge and understanding about Asia and its languages 
for our future. Asia-literate Australians will be vital for our economic prosperity, cultural 
communication and strategic needs. Second, Principals need to exercise leadership in schools 
to ensure that the study of Asia and its languages is firmly established in the curriculum. 
Teachers should be encouraged to incorporate Asian studies across the curriculum and utilise 
the approaches and resources developed under the NALSAS Strategy in classrooms. Asia's role 
in Australia's security, trade, economy and people-to-people contacts, through tourism and 
education, is increasing. We cannot afford to ignore its significance.  
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